For begging to benefit chicks, parents must respond to increased begging by bringing more food. To investigate whether parents change their provisioning in response to begging levels, I enhanced the begging levels of broods of yellow-headed blackbirds, Xanthocephalus xanthocephalus, using recorded vocalizations. In a short-term experiment, females and males doubled their visits to broods without reducing their load sizes during 2 h of playback. Nestlings gained more mass during the playback period than during a 2-h control period. In a long-term experiment, nestlings gained more mass in nests from which begging calls were broadcast over a 5-day period than nestlings in nests without playback.
Begging behaviour is generally believed to benefit nestlings because it induces their parents to bring more food. Studies covering several orders of birds show that parents respond to perceived whole-brood begging level. In particular, playbacks of begging calls elicit increased parental feeding visits (Muller & Smith 1978; Khayutin & Dmitrieva 1979; Bengtsson & Ryden 1983; Harris 1983) ; experimentally muted gull, Larus delawarenesis, chicks and intoxicated starling, Sturnus vulgaris, broods receive deficient provisioning (Miller & Conover 1979; Litovich & Power 1992) ; and deafened parent doves, Streptopelia risoria, feed their young less (Nottebohm & Nottebohm 1971) compared with appropriate controls. These studies show that parents will visit more often when begging levels increase. The amount of food delivered, however, may not necessarily increase and may even decrease (Welham 1993) . Studies of parents faced with hungrier or extra chicks show that they respond to the increased demand by bringing less food more often, by changing prey types or by changing allocation within a brood (e.g. Royama 1966; Tinbergen 1981; Lifjeld 1988; Whittingham & Robertson 1993) .
Benefits to begging chicks may also vary over time. Parents may increase provisioning in response to shortterm increases in begging, but may be less flexible over longer periods. In an observational study, Stamps et al. (1989) found no significant relationship between begging level and provisioning level of budgerigar, Melopsittacus undulatus, broods over a 12-day period, once the effects of brood sex ratio were removed. The relationship between brood begging rates and feeding rates is likely to vary between family groups (Harper 1986; Hussell 1988);  hence, experimental studies within genetic families may be necessary to detect responses to begging over long as well as short periods. Experimental studies of wholebrood begging levels within families have not considered differences in parental response over periods longer than a day. A comparison of parental response to whole-brood begging levels across time scales, along with observations of how parents change provisioning, will provide a more complete view of the benefits that chicks receive from begging.
Yellow-headed blackbirds, Xanthocephalus xanthocephalus, nest in marshes and lose many broods to predators (Young 1963; Ricklefs 1969; Clark & Wilson 1981) . There is a distinct size hierarchy in the nest and brood reduction by starvation is common (Willson 1966; Richter 1984) . Yellow-heads are highly sexually dimorphic, and males fledge at a significantly greater mass than females. The difference in size first appears several days after hatching (Willson 1966; Richter 1983) . Broods of two to five nestlings beg quietly at first and increase their volume and persistence as fledging approaches at about 11 days (personal observation). Parents feed their nestlings, and themselves, primarily with emergent damselflies and dragonflies (Orians 1966; Willson 1966) . Mothers bear the brunt of provisioning; males generally assist only at their primary nest (Willson 1966; Patterson et al. 1980; Gori 1988) . This paper investigates the parental response of yellowheaded blackbirds to experimentally enhanced wholebrood begging (via playback of recorded calls). I asked whether parents changed their provisioning schedule, and whether they changed the amount of food brought per visit or their allocation of food within a brood. I looked at parental responses to both short-term (2 h) and longer-term (5 days) increases in begging level.
